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XMr, A SYMBOL OF CHRIST 

Bt William K. Prentice 

The letters XMf have been the subject of much discussion since, 
in the year 1870, Waddington' and De Rossi^ pubhshed their inter- 
pretations, X(pKrr6s) (6) (^k) M(apias) yievvrjdels), and X{pi<rr6s), 
M(Lxarp^), T{afipiri\). M. de Vogii6,' Bayet,^ Le Blant,^ Renan,^ 
Mordtmann,^ Stern,* Wessely,' J. Krall,*" Hicks," Crostarosa.i^ Gren- 
fell," Th. Reinach," Perdrizet,!^ Chapot,'" Lefebvre," Nestle,'* Lucas," 
A. Dieterichj^o Smirnoff,^* Lietzmann,^^ Leclercq,*' Jalabert,^ Baum- 

^ Inscrip. grec, et lot. de la Syrie^Jje Bas-Waddington, Voyage arcMol., Ill, vi. 
No. 2145. 

* Bullettino di arch, criat. (1870), pp. 7-32, pp. 115-21; (1890), p. 42, n. 2. 

» Syne Centrale, pp. 90 S. and 108 f. 

*De tituUs Atticae chriat. antiquiss. (1878), pp. 48 ff. and p. 87, No. 45; B.C.H., II 
(1878), pp. 31 f. 

' R. arcMol. XXIII (1872, 1), pp. 126-31. 

' Mission de Phinicie, pp. 592 and 869. 

^M.A.I., VI (1881), p. 126; A.E.M.O., VIII (1884), p. 192. 

' Zeitschr. f. dgypt. Sprache und Altertumskunde, XXIV (1886), p. 73. 

' Mitteil. a. d. Samml. d. Pap. Rainer, I (1887), pp. 113-16; Wiener Studien, IX 
(1887), pp. 252ff. 

^"MiUeil. Pap. Rainer, I (1887), p. 127. 

" Oreek Inscript. in the Brit. Mus., Ill, ii (1890), No. 534 and p. 294. 

'* Nuovo Bullettino di archeol. crist. (1896), pp. 55 and 79 fE. 

" Oreek Papyri, II (1897), p. 151, note 25, and p. 167. 

" Byz. Zeitschr., IX (1900), pp. 59-61. 

i^ Melanges d'archeol. et d'hist., XX (1900), p. 228; R.E.G., XVII (1904), pp. 
357-60. 

18 B.C.H., XXVI (1902), pp. 196 f. 

"Bull. d. I'Inst. Frane. d'Arch. Orient (Cairo), III (1903), p. 77; Bull. d. I. sac. 
arch, d' Alexartdrie, No. 8 (1905), pp. 12, 14, 15, 19; Recueil d. inscrip. grecgues- 
chrStiennes d' Egypte (1907), p. xxxii. 

i»Expository Times, XV (1904), p. 237; Byz. Zeitschr., XIII (1904), p. 493; 
B.P.W. (1906), Sp. 381-84. 

i» Byz. Zeitschr., XIV (1905), p. 37 (No. 39) and p. 49 (No. 73). 

20 B.P.W. (1906), Sp. 510. » Ibid., Sp. 1082-88. 

« Theol. Literaturzeitung (1906), Sp. 9. 

*' Article "Abr6viations" ia Dietionnaire d'archSol. chrU., I, i (1907), col. 180-82; 
also article "Amphores," I, ii (1907), col. 1690-96, especially col. 1691, n. 11 and 
col. 1693, n. 4; R. B4nSdictine, XXII (1905), pp. 439-42. 

24 Melanges de la FacultS OrierU. de Beyrouth, III, 2 (1909), p. 725, n. 2; V, 1 (1911), 
pp. xxiv-xxvii. 
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XMf, A Symbol of Christ 411 

stark,* Scaglia,^ Kaufmann,' Dolger,* Renoir,^ and others,* have 
expressed various opinions. Among these opinions four have met 
with some approval: (1) that these letters are symbols of Christ, 
emphasizing his human nature, and sometimes combined with sym- 
bols of the Godhead to express the belief that Christ born of Mary 
was very God;^ (2) that these letters express the association of 
Christ with the archangels Michael and Gabriel;* (3) that these 
letters represent in the first place the number 643, and then, indirectly, 
some phrase the sum of the numerical values of the letters of which 
equals this sum, e.g., 'H d^ta TptAj, GCeos),' "A7€ioj 6 Qeoj,*" Neoj 
"HXtos,*" Qeds jSotjSos;"' (4) that these letters had all these meanings, 
and that the more meanings anyone could devise for these sjonbols 
the more power the symbols were believed to have.'^ The best sum- 
maries of the argument for each opinion are given by Dr. Fr. J. 
Dolger in his valuable book: IXGYC, Das Fischsymbol in friih- 
christUcher Zeit, I. Band, " Religionsgeschichtliche und epigraphische 
Untersuchungen" (Rom, 1910), pp. 300-317; by P. Louis Jalabert, 
S.J., in his admirable review of Dolger's book, in Melanges d. I. Fac. 
Or. de Beyrouth, V, i (1911), pp. xxiv-xxvii, and by P. H. Leclercq, 
in Dictionnaire d'archeol. chrMienne et de Uturgie, edited by R. P. 
dom Fernand Cabrol, I (1907), col. 180-82 and 1690-96. P. Leclercq, 
in his article " Abreviations," col. 180-82, adopted the interpretation 
of De Rossi; in his article "Amphores," col. 1691 ff., however, he 
retracted this view, and accepted that of Grenfell : Xipiarbv) M(apia) 
yiivvq.). P. Jalabert, in Melanges (1909), p. 725, n. 2, approved Per- 
drizet's conclusion in these words -P " M. Perdrizet a exprime la note 
juste en ^crivant h propos des multiples explications donnees de cet 

1 Oriens Christianus, 1905 (appeared 1909), p. 404. 
^ Notiones archaeologiae christ., etc. (1909), p. 55, n. 2. 
' Ikonographie der Menasampullen (1910), p. 158. 

* IXGYC, Da3 Fischsymbol, etc. (1910), pp. 300-317. 

5 Article "Chiffre de la b6te," in Diet, d'arch. chrU., Ill (1912), col. 1344f. 

« Other references are given by Dolger, Leclercq, etc. See also my own publi- 
cation. Am. Arch. Exped. to Syria in 1899-1900, III (1908), pp. 23 f., and p. 156 (No. 
155). In the list given above I have not been able to consult the works referred to 
on p. 410, notes 4 (1), 9 (1), 10, 17 (1) and (2), and p. 411, notes 1, 2, 3. 

' Waddington, Grenfell, Leclercq, etc. 

* De Rossi, Nestle, Dolger, etc. w Smirnoff. 

J. Krall. " Perdrizet, Jalabert, etc. 

12B.B.G., XVII (1904), p. 359 and 360. 



412 William K. Prentice 

^nigmatique XMT: 'Je croirais volontiers qu'il n'en faut rejeter 

aucune Cette solution me parait vraie justement parce qu'elle 

n'est pas simple.' " Dolger sums up his opinion as follows:* "Viel- 
leicht ist die Losung Xpurre Mtxai^X Ta^piri\ in den meisten Fallen 
die richtige, wenn auch nicht gerade die einzige." Jalabert, in his 
review of Dolger,^ agrees with him that Xpiare Mixa')X Ta^piri\ may 
be correct in a large number of cases, but is unwilling to affirm this 
of the majority. For my own part I still believe that, in the Syrian 
inscriptions at least, these letters symbolized Christ alone. 

It is strange that, with the best intentions, different persons can 
draw opposite conclusions from the same evidence. To me it seems 
clear that the tile-stamps found at Rome,' containing a name in the 
genitive, the letters XMF, and in the center ^, have no bearing on 
this controversy: the name is that of the owner of the stamp, the 
manufacturer, and has no connection with the symbols. Nor is 
there any evidence in the inscription from Deir-Salib6, published by 
M. Chapot in B.C.H., XXVI (1902), pp. 196 f.: Xipiards) MCixaijX) 
r(a;8piijX) nvrjadwaiv Ev(j>p6vios Mrjvas Bepvuaavds rex^'iraL, kt\, 
Chapot's explanation: "Au d4but la formule Xpiards Mix«"7X 
Ta^piriX suivie du verbe nvriadSxnv pour invoquer le souvenir et 
appeler la protection de Dieu et des anges," is certainly wrong; the 
verb is passive here, and its subjects are the names which follow.* 
Nor is there any force in Dolger's argument* from the letters GYMF, 
supposed to be contained in the inscription found by me at Shn4n.° 
The was never more than an emendation suggested in my first 
publication as possible. But it is not possible. This group of 
letters occurs eight times in this inscription, and my copy represents 
them as certain in every case: they represent the number 2443, 
whatever significance they may have besides. Dolger, furthermore, 

• Das Fischsymbol, I (1910), p. 312. 
^ Milanges (1911), p. xxv. 

» Published by De Rossi and Crostarosa, loc. cit.: see also Nestle and Smirnoff, 
loc. cit. 

* See Publications of the Princeton Univ. Arch. Exped. to Syria in 1904-5, III, No. 
1203. 

' Das Fischsymbol, I, p. 312. 

'Published by me in Transactions Am. Philol. Ass., XXXIII (1902), pp. 95 f. 
and Am. Arch. Exped. to Syria, III, No. 254. 
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is of the opinion that XEfM' is irreconcilable with Xpio-ris Mapias 
yivva, and fMFA^ with Xpiaris 6 Ik Mopios, but that both are 
explained by Xpicrre Mtx«"7X Fa/Spn^X. As to the former, XpwrTdj 
TAapias yivva, 'Kfnarov Mapia yivva, and "KpuTTOv Mapia yevpq,, if 
correct, appear to be Egyptian versions of the formula, while the 
XEFM was found in Syria: I see no reason against reading X(pi(TT)i, 
yievvrjdeU) Ik Mapias, or XCpwrr)^, ^^wa Mapias, if this is not really 
for X(putt6s), 'E(p,p,ai>ovi]\), yievvr/dels) (e/c) M(apiaj). As for the 
latter, I think that -fMHA positively disproves Dolger's reading. 
The A is not united with the P in a ligature, but is above it, and 
nearly as large as the other letters. Moreover, the four signs 
are arranged in a fairly symmetrical group, and in such a way that 
no one of them has apparently less importance than the others. 
It seems to me impossible that Xpurrds was represented by -f, 
MixaiJX by M, but TaPpi^\ by TA. Moreover, several explanations 
of the A as an independent sign suggest themselves. It may be 
merely the number assigned to this jar. Or, since the M is so 
formed as possibly to serve also as UJ, perhaps -fMr, UJA was 
intended, as in A.A.E.S., III, 215 and 311. 

The most important consideration of all is that in which De 
Rossi's explanation had its origin and with which Dolger's discussion 
concludes, that Christ, or Jesus with Mary, appears often in Byzan- 
tine monuments accompanied by the two archangels Michael and 
Gabriel, sometimes with the names inscribed. In the early theo- 
logical literature also Christ is sometimes associated with Michael 
and Gabriel. And finally, in inscriptions not connected with works 
of art, the names of Christ appear with the names of some of the 
archangels, as well as with the names and symbols of God.^ The 
presence of Christ with Michael and Gabriel in Byzantine art is 
explained, to my mind, by the desire of the artists for a symmetrical 
group. The same explanation applies also to the presence of these 
three names on certain Byzantine crosses. The occasional asso- 
ciation of Christ with Michael and Gabriel in early Christian liter- 
ature may be due in part to the influence of representations in art 

1 Pal. Expl. Fund., Quart. Statement, 1895, p. 51, No. 26. 

2 C.I.L., XV, ii, p. 697, No. 4888. 

' Das Fischsymbol, I, pp. 313 ff.; see also p. 300. 
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such as those just mentioned. But doubtless, as Dolger suggests, 
it was due chiefly to the Jewish tradition that the three persons who 
appeared to Abraham were Michael, Gabriel, and Raphael, an identi- 
fication which was accepted by Christian writers with the substi- 
tution of Christ for Raphael. I do not consider that either Byzantine 
art, or the early Christian literature, furnishes conclusive evidence 
as to the meaning of the symbols XMf. The testimony of the 
inscriptions is different. Dolger has collected the following in sup- 
port of his opinion: 

1. + 'EnaPovr]\ \ fied' fifjiwp \ 6 Beiojs. XMT +i 

2. + '0 S.yios Mi<x>ai}X (Kal) Ta^piriX. + 'EKTiadri /crX." 

3. MixariX, ra/3p<H7X>.' 

4. TAB M PIHA.^ 

5. PA<t>AHA I PENEA | OYPIHA | IX0YC | MIXAHA | TABPIHA I 
AZHHA.5 

6. eiceeoc | o nikuun ta kaka | iaujcabauj | on coao- 

MUJN I MIXAHA TABPIHA <I>YAA50N.« 

7. <^"0^ Trarijp, <^o} vl6s, t6 irv(evfi)a T<^dy ayiov' ayu M(i)x«'7'^» 
ayu TafipiriX, awa "lepejuias, awa 'Epux> o.y'i-a Mapia, ap,a Si/3<^ii^XX9 
ktX.' 

8. KYPie BOH0I AAAAA | MIXAHA E TABPIHA | ICTPAHA 
PA<t>AHA.8 

9. H — I — 1- "Ayios 6 Qe6s ^r^a/3pn7X M<(i^x«'7^ .... icvpie oQeos 
.... Kvpie Kvpie tdipie 6 Geoj Qed<(sy O^eo^s .... ^'I7;)>o-o0<j> 
Xp^i^errij kt\.^ 

I think Dolger should have added to this list the following 
also: 

^Byz. Zeit. (1905), p. 37, No. 39. 

» Dussaud et Macler, Voyage au Safd (1901), p. 206, No. 99. 

» A.A.E.8., III, No. 5. 

« Das Fischsymbol, p. 276: on a gem. * Ibid., p. 274: on a gem. 

' Dalton, Catalogue of Early Christian Antiquities . ... in the Brit. Mus. (1901), 
p. 112, No. 555: on an amulet. 

' Leclercq, in Diet, d'archeol. chrit, I, 2, p. 2150: an epitaph in Egypt. 

• Ramsay, Cities and Bishoprics of Phrygia, p. 541, No. 404. 

> A tabella devotionis; Bulletin d. V Inst. franQ. d' Arch. Orient. \1 (1908), "LeCaire,"' 
pp. 61-63; D6lger, p. 317. 
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10. OhpL[r]]\ Ta^pirik Pa(/.ai7X Mi.xari\.^ 

11. fC 5(^ MP 5Y MX rB2 

These inscriptions seem to me to prove quite the opposite of 
Dolger's conclusion. In them, twice, two archangels, Michael and 
Gabriel, are mentioned without a name of Christ; once one arch- 
angel, with the iC; once IXGYC with six archangels; once Kvpie 
^di, etc., with four archangels. Where Michael and Gabriel, but 
no other archangel, are mentioned, there other names besides those of 
Christ appear. In no single instance do Christ, Michael, and 
Gabriel — just these three alone — appear.* I do not believe, there- 
fore, that the names of this triad — just these three alone — were in 
such general use that the stereotyped XMF was the equivalent for 
them. 

For me the inscription on the rock-hewn tomb at 5&ss is still 
decisive:* EIj Qeds XMP jxbvos. I believe that the correct inter- 
pretation of the three letters was furnished by Waddington from the 
inscription at Refadeh •? + 'h]<r{ov$) 6 Naf wpe wj, 6 in Mapias yev- 
v^ls, 6 T(io)j Tov 9(€o)0, ktX. Dolger explains* that in the 54ss 
inscription the letters XMT, having become merely a symbol, dis- 
turbed the sense as little as a cross or f, which is found sometimes 
in the middle of a word. I do not think that this inscription can thus 
be explained away. I believe that it was intended as an expression 
of the belief of the owner of this tomb that Christ born of Mary is 
truly God. Just so on the lintel at Ma'gar&n' containing the follow- 
ing letters and symbols: 9, a disk with -f, XMF, a disk with f, 

' On four sides of a tower, together with other inscriptions, including 'E/u/xaroviiX; 
Wad. 2068= P.A.E.S., III, 245-55. 

' On a gold cross from Constantinople, in the Vatican (De Rossi, Bull. [1870], 
p. 25). 

' The nearest approach to a simple triad is in No. 11 of the list: concerning this 
see what I have said above about Byzantine crosses. The inscription from Attica, 
published by Bayet in B.C.H., II (1878), pp. 31 f., is cited by Chapot in B.C.H., 
XXVI (1902), pp. 196 f., n. 1 as containing the formula Xpio-rAs Mixa'?^ TaPpi'/iX in 
full; but only the letters XHT appear in the drawing which faces p. 31 of Bayet's 
article, and obviously the brackets were omitted from Bayet's text by mistake. 

< Wad. 2660; A.A.B.S., III, No. 155; dated 378 a.d. 

6 Wad. 2697 =P.A.£.S., Ill, No. 1151. 

6 Das Fischsymbol, p. 316. ' P.A.E.S., III, No. 1147. 
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a palm-branch, and K, for which I would read: 6(€6s), XMf, K(£ipios). 
Besides these there are a number of Syrian inscriptions containing 
the disputed letters, where the whole inscription may, I think must, 
be read as a continuous text, referring exclusively to Christ. Such 
are, for example, 

1. A.A.E.S., III, 215: (A) f UJ XHf | IX0YC 

2. A.A.E.S., 216: [X]Hr 'Ep avofiarv Xpvarov. 

3. A.A.E.S., 219: 'EfiiAavovriX, XMT Xpurrds viKq.. 

4. A.A.E.S., 224: + XMT + AUJ 'l-n{aov)% ^oiiBi.. + 

5. A.A.E.S., 234: XMf X(p«rTo)i) t6 vIkos' <l>evye 'Earava. 

6. P.A.E.S., III, B, 969: XMf 90 1X0YC AKOH Kb{pu) 
PimfOO ri^) 8(o6X({>) (aov) llav(\if). 

I believe, therefore, that, at least in the Syrian inscriptions, the 
letters XMF are a symbol for Christ alone, and that Xpurrds 6 iK 
Mapias yewijdeis, Xpurrds Mapias yivva, Xpurrov Mapia yivva, and 
Xpurrdv Mapla yevvq. are but different versions of the same formula.' 

Princeton University 
June 30, 1914 

' There remain two inscriptions which, if their meaning were clear, might throw 
much light on this question. One is that published in P.A.E.S., III, No. 913, my 
interpretation of which now seems to me as "audacious" as it seemed to P. Jalabert. 
The other was published by De Rossi in Bull, di arch, crist. (1882), p. 54: 

Ycx0YCMerx. 



